














A consideration upon the typical image of a bee: Comparing Montaigne with Erasmus
Yoshio YAMAMOTO
????????
?This article examines the relationship between Montaigne and Erasmus. It is widely recognized that Erasmus 
and his works had a great presence in the intellectual culture of the sixteenth century, and his philosophical or 
theological thought impacted many humanists in his age. Montaigne was one of the writers most influenced by 
Erasmus. He is known to have owned and read intensively the works of Erasmus. Despite his favor and Erasmus’ 
fame, Montaigne has mentioned the name of Erasmus only once in his Essais. In order to make clear his intention, 
we compare their thoughts, by exploring the image or metaphor of a bee in the European literature from Antiquity 
to Renaissance.
?The image of a bee, flying among flowers and gathering honey, often appears in the literary text. Some exam-
ples show that this image corresponds with that of a poet trying to invent his verse from various sources. Although 
Seneca also used this metaphor in his letter to Lucilius, he added a pedagogical meaning or interpretation. When 
we read books, Seneca said, we should gather knowledges or thoughts, classify them and blend in our talent, as do 
the bees. He highlighted the importance of the digestion of thoughts. This meaning was widely and traditionally 
shared by, not only writers and poets, but church fathers. Erasmus succeeded to it and made this pedagogic mean-
ing more decisive through his works.
?Naturally, Montaigne accepted Erasmus’ meaning and the importance of the digestion of knowledges. Yet, he 
was not a scholar but a nobleman wearing a sword and he put more importance on the capacity of judgement than 
the erudition. Thus Montaigne avoided referring to Erasmus’ name, which evokes his great erudition. It is appro-
priate to Montaigne that the preference for realistic judgement and its exercise constitute his originality, his 
Essais.
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??Les Essais, édition conforme au texte de l’Exemplaire de Bordeaux, éd. P. Villey et V.-L. Saulnier, Paris, PUF, « Quadrige », 2004 
(1re éd. 1924), p. 810.??????????????????????????????????????????a? 1580
?????????b? 1588???c???????????????????????????? III, 2, 810c???????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????
??« Catalogue des livres de Montaigne », ibid., p. LVIII.
??Izora SCOTT, Controversies over the imitation of Cicero, New York, Teachers College, 1910, pp. 120-124.
??Roger TRINQUET, La jeunesse de Montaigne. Ses origines familiales, son enfance et ses études, Paris, Nizet, 1972, ch. VIII-X, 
pp. 193-383.
??Cf. Essais (1582), texte présenté par Philippe Desan, Paris, Société des Textes Français modernes, 2005, « Introduction », 
pp. XXXI-XXXIV; P. DESAN, Montaigne. Une biographie politique, Odile Jacob, 2004, pp. 403-407.
??Michel MAGNIEN, « Montaigne et Erasme : bilan et perspectives » in Montaigne and the Low countries (1580-1700), éd. P. J. 
































?ASD : Opera omnia Desiderii Erasmi Roterodami, Amsterdam, 1969-.
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?Allen : Opus Epistorlarum Des. Erasmi Roterodami, ed., P. S. Allen, H. M. Allen and H. W. Garrod, Oxford, 1906-1956.
??J.-Cl. MARGOLIN, « D’Erasme à Montaigne : l’écriture de l’opinion et la double voie de la croyance » in L’écriture du scepti-
cisme chez Montaigne, éd. Marie-Luce Demonet et Alain Legros, Genève, Droz, 2004, pp. 109-129.
??Margaret MANN PHILIPS, « Erasme et Montaigne. I – Adages et Essais » in Colloquia Erasmiana Turonensia, vol. 1, éd. J.-Cl. 
Margolin, Paris, J. Vrin, 1972, pp. 484-489; « Comment s’est-on servi des Adages? » in Actes du colloque international Erasme, éd. 
Jacques Chomarat, André Godin et J.-Cl. Margolin, Genève, Droz, 1990, pp. 331-332.
??MAGNIEN, art. cit., pp. 30-31.
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Cambridge U. P., 1976, pp. 191-197; MAGNIEN, « Un écho de la querelle cicéronienne à la fin du XVIe siècle : éloquence et imita-
tion dans les Essais », in Rhétorique de Montaigne, éd. Frank Lestringant, Paris, Champion, 1985, pp. 85-99.
??Les Essais, I,26,171-172a, « Le parler que j’ayme, c’est un parler simple et naif, tel sur le papier qu’à la bouche; un parler succu-
lent et nerveux, court et serré, (...) plustost difficile qu’ennuieux, esloigné d’affectation, desreglé, descousu et hardy, (...) non 
pedantesque, non fratesque, non pleideresque, mais plustost soldtesque (...) ».
??Allen, VII, no 1885, p. 194, « (...) malim aliquod dicendi genus solidius, astrictius, nervosius, minus comptum magisque mascu-
lum ».??????????????????court et serré? astrictius??nerveux? nervosius?esloigné d’affectation?
minus comptum?plustost soldatesque? magisque masculum????????Cf. Hugo FRIEDRICH, Montaigne, traduit de 
l’allemand par Robert Rovini, Paris, Gallimard, 1968, p. 421, n. 323.
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Les abeilles pillotent deçà delà les fleurs, mais elles en font apres le miel, qui est tout leur ; ce n’est plus thin ny 
marjolaine : ainsi les pieces empruntées d’autruy, il(=disciple) les transformera et confondera, pour en faire un 
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??????????????????????????????ὥσπερ αἱ μέλιτται, καὶ αὐτοὶ οὕτω 
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multa Dircaeum leuat aura cycnum,
tendit, Antoni, quotiens in altos
nubium tractus : ego apis Matinae
more modoque,
grata carpentis thyma per laborem
plurimum, circa nemus uuidique


















Apes, ut aiunt, debemus imitari, quae vagantur et flores ad mel faciendum idoneos carpunt, deinde quicquid 
attulere, disponunt ac per favos digerunt (...). nos quoque has apes debemus imitari et quaecumque ex diversa 
lectione congessimus, separare, melius enim distincta servantur, deinde adhibita ingenii nostri cura et facultate 
in unum saporem varia illa libamenta confundere, ut etiam si apparuerit, unde sumptum sit, aliud tamen esse 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
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Apes num ex vno frutice colligunt mellificii materiam? An potius ad omnes florum, herbarum, fruticum species 
mira sedulitate circumuolant, frequenter e longinquo petentes quod condant in aluearia? Nec statim mel est 
quod adferunt, fingunt ore visceribusque suis liquorem, ac in ipsas transformatum rursus ex sese gignunt, in 
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adsultabit, vndique succi nonnihil colligens quod in suum deferat aluearium. Et quoniam tanta est in his rerum foecunditas vt omnia 
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??Les Essais, éd. P. Villey et V.-L. Saulnier, I, 26, 152a.
??Ibid., I, 50, 301a.
??Ibid., III, 12, 1056c, « Parmy tant d’emprunts je suis bien aise d’en pouvoir desrober quelqu’un, le desguisant et difformant à nou-
veau service ».
